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FLORIDA HISTORY - A FIELD OF COLORFUL
ORIGINAL  SOURCES
If you were to read the complete history of Flor-
ida (which has not as yet been written), you would
probably enjoy it as a wonderful story, almost too
dramatic to be true ; but if you set yourself the task
of writing an account of any part of that long strug-
gle between four nations, you would find yourself a
very active person-selecting, arranging, and pre-
senting an untried mass of fiery and illuminating ma-
terial. And the sooner you went to those original
sources of information-the state documents, vol-
uminous reports, the illustrated maps, and eloquent
letters of the old Spanish, French, English and Ameri-
can official records, the greater would be your chance
of contributing a living chapter to a very lonely field
of historical effort.
Only recently has the would-be writer of Florida
history been able to benefit by the original documents
of these periods, which for a long time were inacces-
sible, even to those abroad, except through accredited
research workers. Now, in the valuable works of
Mrs. Connor, a great mass of Spanish records have
been translated and published, opening a vivid field
for the would-be historian. After reading the let-
ters of De Soto, with that remarkable story of Juan
Ortiz (which Sidney Lanier said was worth more to
him than the story of the Mississippi) ; after turning
the pages of LeMoyne’s sketches which tell more of
the Indians than any history; and after tracing our
course on the picturesque maps of Bernard Romans,
with their frescoes of mermaids, dolphins, classic
Note - This address was delivered by Mrs. Corse before
the Society at its recent annual meeting.
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maidens and noble natives, you will find an indescrib-
able aura of the real moving story rising about you,
and you may be able to write it, fresh and unspoiled
by any other hand.
Here, for example, are some documents which I
obtained in 1917 at the British Colonial Office by spe-
cial employment for that purpose of research work-
ers. They deal with the fortunes of the Loyalists in
Florida after the success of the American Revolu-
tion had made their position untenable there. Spain
was about to take back the Floridas and her indif-
ferent policy toward land owners was a far cry from
the liberal bounties and protection of the English gov-
ernment. These letters have never been published,
because the Colonial Office has been printing only
one volume of its records a year, and I discovered
that it would be many, many years before they
reached the year 1784 at the present rate of publica-
tion. I have never used these letters myself, and I
now wish to present them to this Society, hoping that
they may be of some small service to those future
Florida historians for whose works we all look for-
ward.
It is a sad tale of exile and suffering which yet
lacks its Longfellow, and must be pieced out from
the reports of the harassed governor and embarrassed
colonial secretaries. First I have selected excerpts
from a letter of Governor Tonyn to Thomas Town-
shend, English secretary of state, imploring him to
use his influence against ceding Florida to Spain.
These poor people could not realize that their great
government was helpless before the adverse tide of
events.
Sir,
. . . . The principal part of the original Planters, after
having expended large sums of money, and surmounted many
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difficulties began to feel themselves in comfortable circum-
stances and great plenty. They were happy in the full en-
joyment of their native rights and privileges, under His Maj-
esty’s auspices, and mild Government, and in the reflection,
that they amidst a general revolt, stood firm and distinguished
for their allegiance, and with their lives and fortunes deter-
mined to maintain it.
A late accession of near twelve thousand loyalists from
the other provinces, gave us internal strength and confidence,
that we should remain under His Majesty’s protection. This
consideration, Sir, induced them liberally to lay out the wrecks
of their fortunes in building Houses, and forming Settlements
for their present accommodation, and future comfort, and in
justice to them, I dare affirm, they were ambitious of this
province ever remaining characterized for loyalty.
Settlements are formed, above a hundred miles on each
side of this Town, and the Planters who came prejudiced
against this Country, are perfectly satisfied with the soil:
great additions are made to Saint Augustine, and two Vil-
lages are formed on St. John’s River, in one of which with-
in these six months two hundred commodious Houses have
been built. Removed from this state of composure, and these
pleasant and healthy abodes, they are to encounter fresh dif-
ficulties and to look for new habitations in some remote part
of His Majesty’s Dominions, rather than submit to the arbi-
trary power of a foreign Prince, or humbly to supplicate, their
late enemies to be admitted under their protection to the priv-
ilege of Citizens.
The inhabitants, Sir, are busy in settling their af-
fairs, but as far as I can learn quite at a loss-how to dispose
of themselves. The West India Islands are stocked, and it
requires a greater capital than in general they are possessed
of to form Settlements in them, the unremitting heat of the
climate is with many a formidable obstacle. Providence and
the Bahama Islands are mere rocks, fit only for fishermen
and the Inhabitants live chiefly by wrecking. Nova Scotia
is too cold a climate for those who have lived in the southern
Colonies, and entirely unfit for an outlet, and comfortable
habitation for owners of slaves.
As the Inhabitants of every denomination are at a great
loss, to fix where to betake themselves to, I have warmly rec-
ommended to them to secure crops, of which there is at pres-
ent a good prospect; and in hopes that His Majesty in his wis-
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dom will provide a commodious residence for them, and pre-
vent their becoming subjects of a foreign state, which in the
end must be hurtful to the Empire.
I have the honour &c.
Pat Tonyn
St. Augustine 15th May 1783.
Right Honourable
Thomas Townshend Esq.
Vainly did the home government assure the fran-
tic colonists that they would be transported, eared for,
and reimbursed in other British possessions. Their
fears were only too well grounded, for beginning
with the forced sale of their large land grants to the
few and not nearly so wealthy Spanish colonists, they
suffered losses and hardships, of which many per-
ished before Government aid reached them.
Here is a letter to Colonial Governor Tonyn from
the English secretary of state, telling him that the
cession had actually been accomplished and instruct-
ing him how to proceed with the evacuation.
,
S i r ,
Whitehall, 4th Dec. 1783.
You will see by the 5th Article, that a term of 18 Months
(or a longer time if it should be thought necessary) is allowed
to all the British Subjects who may be desirous of leaving
the Province, for the Sale of their Estates, and the removal
of their Families and Effects; His Majesty, in consideration of
the sufferings to which they have been exposed, and with a
view to afford them every possible assistance in that under-
taking, has been graciously pleased to order 4,000 Tons of
Shipping to be dispatched to St. Augustine, to be appropri-
ated to their reception, a part of which will immediately pro-
ceed thither. The Officers Commanding at the Leeward Is-
lands, as well as Jamaica, are also instructed to contribute
towards the execution of that Service, and in all probability
a considerable Supply of Shipping will be sent from those Is-
lands; so that I hope there will be no want of the means of
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removal, whenever the Settlers shall be ready to withdraw
themselves from that Province.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
It has been a matter of much perplexity and embarrass-
ment to the King’s Servants to provide an Asylum for the un-
fortunate people. The Islands of Bahama being nearly in the
same Latitude with their former Possessions, very thinly In-
habited, and but little Cultivated, it was proposed to Govern-
ment to purchase the propriety of them for the accommodation
of such as may chuse to become Settlers thereon. The King’s
Servants very readily attended to the proposal, and Measures
are at this time pursuing to obtain the possession of them,
and, where Tracks of Land will be given to them (gratis)
proportioned to their former situations, and ability to culti-
vate them. The ungranted and uncultivated Lands in the
several West India Islands will also be appropriated to their
use, but at present no State of those Lands can be procured
of sufficient accuracy, to regulate their movements thither.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
For those who prefer the Bahama Islands, a considerable
quantity of Provisions has already been provided and dis-
patched, and Supplies will be sent to the West Indies, pro-
portioned to the members who may desire to become Settlers
upon those Islands.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
The Commanders of all the Vessels that proceed from
England, as well as those which will be sent to you from the
West Indies, will be directed to follow your Orders, and much
will depend upon the regularity observed in the Embarkation,
of properly Classing people together, who may fix upon the
same place of Destination, in an early completion of the Evac-
uation of the Province. It is not supposed that the quantity
of Shipping proposed by the Government for that Service, will
answer the end, upon a single Embarkation, but after the
first is made, and has proceeded to the place of destination,
the Vessels must be ordered to return, and so to go on, until
the whole is effected.
.
. . . . . . . . . . . . .
I am to signify to you His Majesty’s desire, that you do con-
tinue in East Florida, during as much of the remainder of
the term stipulated by the Treaty, for the Complete Evacu-
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ation of the Province, as you shall judge necessary for the
purposes beforementioned.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Thus were thousands of colonists unceremoniously
shipped from their homes. At the ports of embark-
ation, household goods were piled hill-high, slaves and
cattle herded on the shore, and the weeping of friends
who were to part forever could be heard above the
uproar and confusion.
The fate of Rollestown on the St. Johns is typical
of many large holdings, which sank back into the
wilderness after the Spaniards returned to their little
towns and the Indians reclaimed the vast interior.
Denys Rolle was a wealthy gentleman of Devon-
shire who had invested large sums in Florida, regard-
less of the gathering storm of revolution to the north.
He was bold and visionary, impatient and impracti-
cal - not a sturdy pioneer like Dr. Turnbull - and Gov-
ernor Grant was at first sorely tried by his erratic
procedure. He was finally satisfied, however, with a
splendid tract of land about a hundred miles up the
St. Johns and a mile from San Mateo, including eighty
thousand acres of fine plantation and cattle land. But
Rolle had philanthropic as well as pioneering ambi-
tions, and his first colonists were vagrants picked up
off the streets of English towns, whom he hoped to
make over in the new land. He built the little vil-
lage of Rollestown, and established them there at a
cost of fifty-five thousand dollars. But they proved
utterly unfit for the hard life of, a pioneer farmer,
and were lacking in physical and moral stamina. The
lesson that grown people are almost irreclaimable
was learned over a hundred years later, and probably
the dream of Denys Rolle could only be realized among
children in the George Junior Republics of today.
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After two hundred whites had drifted away, es-
caping at every opportunity, Rolle finally established
his plantations with negroes. This proved to be a
good investment, except for one setback with a dis-
honest overseer, who robbed him while he was in Eng-
land trying, like the fiery Britisher that he was, to
equip ships to fight the Americans. But then Loyal-
ist refugees from the colonies began to drift in, many
of them penniless, and all the plantations lost much
from either voluntary or involuntary donations to
their aid. Finally the dire news of the cession of
Florida to Spain put an end to Rolle’s hopes, and we
find him hurriedly chartering a boat to save his ne-
groes, stores and cattle from the Indians. He asked
the King of England for Mogane, an island of the
Bahamas north of Turk’s Island, to compensate for
the loss of over $120,000 expended in Florida, a for-
tune in those days. But in 1785 we find his posses-
sions on the Island of Exuma, another one of the Ba-
hamas, only one third of his negroes still “taskable”
and his other wealth sadly dissipated. His is but a
sample of the pathetic plight of the early colonists,
blown like chaff before the whirlwinds of European
wars, their governments too engrossed in the great
diplomatic game at home to shelter those so weak and
far away. Their seemingly futile efforts were not in
vain, however, for they proved for the first time that
Florida’s real wealth lay in her soil and climate, the
making of groves and plantations, and not in fabu-
lous gold mines or fountains of youth. Their pioneer
efforts were realized by their American grandsons
fifty years later, and their brightest dreams are even
now coming true before our own eyes.
CARITA DOGGETT CORSE.
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